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FLOWER PIECE BY NICOLAES VAN VERENDAEL (1640-1691) 
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FLOWER PIECE BY ANTOINE MONNOYER (1660-1725) 



Early Flower- Painters 



By Horace Townsend 




NE has but to study the re- 
ports of art sales in recent 
years to be convinced that paint- 
ings of flowers have regained 
the popularity which made them so 
distinctive a feature in the art of the 
Seventeenth century. I know that many 
are wont to hold these paintings in but 
small estimation, and to claim that the 
painter's art should be employed on 
subjects that make a higher appeal to the 
imagination and intellect than do these 
groups of gloriously colored flowers, 
gathered in vases of Venetian glass or 



repousse metal and standing upon slabs 
of marble ofttimes covered with vividly 
hued draperies. Yet when one comes 
to analyze the undoubted appeal they 
make to one's sensibilities, it is found 
that a really fine flower painting con- 
forms in every respect to the Chinese 
definition of the qualities that should 
distinguish every object of art. That is 
to say, it is beautiful in form, in color, 
and in texture, and so gives one the same 
sensuous pleasure as a fine Peach Bloom 
or Sang-de-boeuf porcelain vase of the 
Kang-Hsi period. To this I may add 
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A PAIR OF PANELS WITH DECORATIVE FLOWER BORDERS. GASPER PIETER VERBRUGGEN (1668-1720) 



that it is also an admirable example of Apelles too, who painted a cluster of 
patterning, and patterning (or in other grapes with such^ loving care and re- 
words, composition) is one of the funda- 
mentals of every appealing work of art. 
It is probably this last-named attribute 
of these early masterpieces of . flower- 
painting which has given to them their 
latter day popularity. They are, to 
use a much-abused term, so truly dec- 
orative that, like Chinese vases, they 
find a congenial home in any well- 
considered sur- 
roundings no 
matter what school 
or period of design 
may prevail. 

One has to travel 
back over a score 
of centuries to the 
days of the Gree.c 
painters of the 
Fourth century B. 
C. to find the first 
recorded flower 
painter. This was 
Pausias, the Sicyon- 
ian, a pupil of Pam- 
philos, who by rea- 
son of the transpar- 
ency and exquisite 
graduation of his 
colors gained sur- 
passing reputation 
this direction. 
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Was it not the great 



FLOWER PIECE. GASPER PIETER VERBRUGGEN 



alism that the birds of the air came 
and pecked at them? 

We pass over the arid intervening 
years until we reach the dawn of the 
Fifteenth century when Stephen Loch- 
ner (died 1451), Diirer's ''Meister 
Steffen," painted the great triptych 
now in Cologne Cathedral in which 
the Virgin sits, surrounded by angels, 

in the Rose Garden, 
which gives to the 
picture its name. 
A few years later 
Hugo van der Goes 
(1435-1485) was 
painting for Thomas 
Portinari an altar- 
piece which now 
forms one of the 
glories of the Uffizi 
Galleries. In my 
own memory of this 
picture the two 
vases of flowers in 
the immediate fore- 
ground at the side 
of the kneeling an- 
gel, hold a fore- 
most place. A few 
years later Martin 
Schoengauer paint- 
ed that famous 
Virgin seated in a 
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bower of Roses which is today a care- 
fully cherished treasure of his native 
Cplmar, while about the same time, in 
Italy, Andrea Mantegna (143 1 -1506) was 
painting for the Marquis of Mantua 
the Madonna delta Vittoria, now in the 
Louvre, in which the Virgin sits en- 
throned in a floral bower. Leonardo da 
Vinci, (1452-15 1 9) too, in the exercise of 
his amazing versatility made many draw- 
ings of flowers some of which may be 
seen in the Louvre collection, while in the 
Albertina gathering in Vienna is a de- 
lightful study of a flowery meadow by 
Albrecht Diirer (1471-1528). 

It is not until the Seventeenth and 
well into the Eighteenth century, how- 
ever, that the painter of flowers seemed 
to have entered upon his full heritage; 
and then the Dutch and Flemish painters 
revealed to the world how by skill in 
composition, tasteful arrangement, ex- 
quisite blending of colors and a general 
harmony of treatment there may be con- 
ferred upon this branch of painting a 
special dignity of its own. Jan Brueghel 
(1568- 1 625) of the Flemish school, known 
as Flower-Brueghel as well as Velvet- 
Brueghel, seems to have been among the 
first to paint pictures entirely devoted to 
the presentment of flowers. He attained 
his greatest fame perhaps by his genre- 
studies, but flower pieces by him, painted 
in his early years, may be seen at Vienna 
and Berlin. Across the border in Holland 
Jakob Wouten (i 584-1 641), better known 
as Vosmaer, had abandoned the painting 
of landscapes for flowers to which, for the 
rest of his life, he devoted himself. A 
Flemish contemporary Daniel Zeghers, 
a disciple of Velvet-Brueghel, was, in 
these early years of the Seventeenth 
century, painting garlands and floral 
borders around the pictures painted by 
his friend Rubens and, later on his 
chef-d'oeuvre the flowers in Rubens' 
Virgin, now in the Jesuits' Church in 
Antwerp . Nicolaes van Verendael ( 1 640- 
1691), another Fleming, towards the end 
of the century was painting flowers and 
those marvelous butterflies and moths 
which are his sign-manual almost, while 



later still, well into the next century, 
Gasper Pieter Verbruggen (1664- 1730) 
was decorating with flowers the home of 
the Greffier Fogel and amassing the for- 
tune which, in his later years, he was to 
lose so that he died as a servant of the 
guild which once had elected him its 
Dean. And so Flanders upheld its tradi- 
tions with Jacques Melchir van Herch 
(1670- 1 735) through the Eighteenth and 
until the early years of the Nineteenth 
century with Jan Frans van Dael (1764- 
1840). 

To Holland we have to look after all for 
some of the greatest names among the 
flower-painters, Jan Davidsz de Heem 
(1600- 1 674), for instance, who, during the 
mid years of the Seventeenth century, 
painted not only flowers but vases of gold 
and silver and musical instruments with 
such surpassing skill that even during his 
lifetime his pictures brought what, for 
those days, were huge sums, and his 
pupil, Jakob van Walscapelle ( 1 664- 1 7 1 7) , 
one of the flrst painters of his time, who 
painted glassware as well as flowers 
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A VASE WITH FLOWERS BY JACOB VOSMAER. 1615 
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FLOWERS AND FRUIT. 
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FRANCESCO MALTESE 



with such skill, Herman Steenwijck (Died 
1658), who divided his time between his 
birth-place, Delft, and the East Indies, 
also painted flowers with rare skill, but 
we have arrived at the close of the cen- 
tury before that celebrated woman-artist 
Rachel Ruysch (1664- 1750) makes her 
appearance. She was born in Amsterdam 
and was a pupil of Van Aelst, marrying, 
while still young, Julian van Pool, the 
portrait painter, and winning the appoint- 
ment as Court Painter to the Elector 
Palatinate. Rachel Ruysch's work may 
be placed on a level with that of her 
better-known contemporary, Jan vanHuy- 
sum; few painters have excelled her in 
delicacy of touch, fidelity and softness 
of coloring and admirable arrangement. 
Jan van Huysum (1682- 1749), to whom 
I have compared Rachel Ruysch, was 
probably the greatest flower painter of 
whom we have record. Of all other 
painters he was the superior in the mas- 
terly arrangement of his groups and per- 
fection of finish. So popular was he 
with his own people that the Dutch 
florists vied with each other to produce 



flowers worthy of his brush. In his 
earlier works he made use of a dark back- 
ground which in his later and more 
artistic days he forsook in favor of a 
lighter and clearer one of yellow, also that 
he frequently introduced a bird's nest with 
eggs as well as insects and drops of dew 
into his pictures. With Jan van Os 
(1744- 1 805) and Gerard van Spaendouch 
(1746- 1 822) Holland brought her su- 
premacy in the art of flower-painting 
well in the last century. Turning to 
other countries we flnd their painters 
conforming more or less to the methods 
and style of the Dutch and Flemish. 
In Italy, as might have been expected, 
we find among the Venetians and Neapoli- 
tans a larger proportion of flower-painters 
than among the followers of other schools. 
One of the most decorative of them all is 
Francesco Maltese, a Seventeenth cen- 
tury painter born at Malta, from which he 
derived his name. Especially noteworthy 
was he for the skilful placing of his objects 
on his canvas, and for his rendering 
of textiles and musical instruments. 

France offers one of the greatest of 
flower-painters in Jean-Baptist e Mon- 
noyer (1636- 1699) who spent many of 
his years and acquired much of his 
reputation in England. He had a son 
Antoine Monnoyer (1660- 1725) known 
as ''Young Baptiste'' who rivaled his 
father, with whom he studied, in the ex- 
cellence of his composition and the 
realism of his painting. Chardin, (1699- 
1779) a century later, though his fame 
was acquired by his flgure subjects, was 
an admirable painter of flowers, as were 
Louis Sicard ( 1 807- 1 88 1 ) and Antoine 
Vollon (1833- 1 900), both of whom are 
really modem painters. Spain offers us 
Juan de Arellano (i 614-1676), some of 
whose flower-pieces found their way into 
churches; his pupil, son-in-law, and imita- 
tor, Bartolome Perez (1634- 1693), and 
Luis Melendez, or Menendez (17 16-1780), 
while Germany offers us N. Marcel 
(1628-1683), Abraham Mignon (1639- 
1697), and Johann Martin Metz (1730- 
1800), while of noted English painters 
there is a surprising paucity. 



